Alessandro Stanziani is a prolific scholar with an amazing record of publications, covering a wide field from economic history and law to Indian Ocean studies and the history of slavery and labor. The pervading theme in Labor on the Fringes of Empire: Voice, Exit and the Law is the relationship between "unfree" and "free" labor. The book consists of five separate studies, which are framed by an introduction, "Progress and (Un)Freedom," and a conclusion, "Voice, Exit and the Law in Historical Perspective."
In the first study, "Coercion, Resistance and Voice," a theoretical platform is outlined-placing political institutions and law as important frameworks for the transition from forms of unfree to free labor. In the context of both British and French colonialism, legal provisions like the Masters and Servants Acts-placing labor contracts under criminal law legislation-were essential instruments for the recruitment and disciplining of labor, ensuring that violence, coercion, and unequal rights persisted in spite of the abolition of slavery. In the studies that follow, Stanziani demonstrates how such dynamics acted themselves out in colonial state practices in India, Mauritius, Réunion, and French Equatorial Africa.
The study of India-"Utilitarianism and the Abolition of Slavery in India"-is the central chapter in the book. Stanziani discusses an extensive literature debating the differences between Atlantic and Indian Ocean slavery, and the ideas of abolitionism that emerged in the two settings. His main focus is on British debates and sources documenting the ambiguities of British East India Company policy, which incorporated both a civilizing mission of "freedom" and also-through institutions of indirect rule-a relativist respect for local political cultures and hierarchies. This is a field to which research by scholars like Labor on the Fringes of Empire is a tantalizing volume to engage with. It draws on a wealth of important material and discusses major issues of current international research interest regarding abolitionism and unfree and free labor. It is also a difficult book, whose language is often unidiomatic and challenging for the reader. The book has an enormous number of references, but they are mostly without page numbers, which means that it is difficult to trace the polemic of Stanziani's discussion with positions in the literature, and to see exactly what it is that is specific and original about his own contribution. The connection between the five studies in the book and its overall conclusion could also have been made
